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This	paper	 is	aimed	at	exploring	how	to	conduct	effective	 research	 into	state	complicity	 in	human	
rights	 abuses,	 in	 ways	 that	 can	 help	 contribute	 to	 state	 accountability.	 This	 type	 of	 research	 is	
challenging:	the	secretive	nature	of	state	complicity	 in	abuses	presents	considerable	difficulties	for	
the	 researcher,	 both	 in	 terms	 of	 access	 to	 evidence,	 and	 in	 terms	 of	 safety	 and	 security	 for	 the	
researcher	and	for	the	victims.	However,	recent	developments	in	the	methods	and	the	types	of	data	
available	 present	 new	 opportunities	 for	 strengthening	 the	 quality	 and	 scope	 of	 research	 that	 is	
possible.	 While	 these	 developments	 are	 welcome,	 old	 challenges	 remain,	 and	 new	 ones	 have	
emerged.	Risks	 to	 safety	are	 still	 considerable,	especially	 for	 researchers	 in	 the	Global	South,	who	















of	 the	 RDI	 programme	 presented	 certain	 challenges;	 the	 trauma	 suffered	 by	 prisoners	 presented	
others.	 But	 the	 availability	 of	 an	 unexpected	 source	 of	 data,	 and	 new	 methods	 for	 analysing	 and	




obvious	 source	of	data	 for	 investigating	human	 rights	abuses,	 yet	proved	 invaluable	 in	uncovering	
considerable	details	about	states’	covert	operations	involving	extensive	human	rights	abuses.	In	that	
sense	 it	 is	 illustrative	 of	 new	 methods	 and	 approaches	 that	 can	 help	 strengthen	 human	 rights	
investigation	 in	 quite	 powerful	 ways.	 By	 triangulating	 the	 flight	 data	 with	 multiple	 other	 sources,	
including	victim	testimonies,	we	have	been	able	to	significantly	enhance	the	factual	record	regarding	







work	 presents	 both	 for	 researchers	 and	 victims	 of	 state	 violence.	 We	 then	 discuss	 recent	
developments	in	human	rights	investigation	techniques,	and	the	opportunities	these	present,	as	well	








Where	 states,	particularly	 liberal	democratic	ones,	are	perpetrators	of,	or	are	complicit	 in,	human	





proliferation	 of	 organisations	 engaging	 in	 human	 rights	 investigation,	 all	 of	 which	 deploy	 different	
methods	and	approaches.	As	Philip	Alston	and	Sarah	Knuckey	point	out,	while	some	approaches	are	
common	 to	 many	 of	 these	 organisations,	 there	 is	 little	 standardisation,	 or	 indeed	 shared	 written	
guidance	or	expert	repositories	to	inform	this	type	of	work.	Transparency	about	methods	is	also	in	
short	supply	(Alston	and	Knuckey	2016a:	4-5;	12).	In	bringing	together	a	range	of	leading	human	rights	




















clear	 evidence	 of	 their	 culpability.	 However,	 ‘the	 scope	 for	 contestability	 grows	 as	 the	 situation	
becomes	more	complicated	and	involves	more	actors	and	a	broader	range	of	 investigators’	(Alston	
and	Knuckey	2016a:	8).	The	second	has	to	do	with	the	politics	of	the	investigation:	‘The	decision	to	
launch	 an	 investigation,	 the	 choice	 of	 investigators,	 the	 actual	 focus	 of	 the	 inquiry,	 the	 resources	
devoted	to	it,	and	so	on,	all	contribute	to	constructing	the	“reality”	that	will	emerge	from	any	given	




















state	 complicity.	 It	 also	 demands	 a	 willingness	 to	 struggle	 against	 state	 power	 that	 would	 silence	
inconvenient	truths,	not	simply	from	our	ivory	towers,	but	in	collaboration	with	those	practitioners	





Human	rights	 fact-finding	 traditionally	 involved	 the	practice	of	witness	 interviews	by	practitioners,	
and	this	tended	to	be	the	focus	of	academic	literature	that	grew	up	around	it	 (Alston	and	Knuckey	
2016a:	12).	 It	was	a	minority	of	 scholars	within	 the	discipline	of	anthropology	 who	 led	 the	way	 in	

































The	Truth	Commissions	carried	out	 in	Latin	America,	 including	 in	Chile,	El	Salvador	and	Guatemala	
following	 years	 of	 state	 terror	 and	 violence	 by	 repressive	 military	 regimes,	 marked	 a	 significant	















challenges.	 These	 developments	 often	 require	 substantial	 investment	 of	 resources,	 complex	



























all	 other	 states	 in	 the	 world.	 This	 continued	 even	 through	 the	 period	 when	 the	 George	 W	 Bush	
administration	was	engaged	in	efforts	to	redefine	human	rights	law	to	legitimise	the	use	of	torture,	
incommunicado	 and	 arbitrary	 detention,	 and	 the	 denial	 of	 habeas	 corpus	 rights.	 This	 raises	 an	
important	point	about	how	we	approach	the	state	when	we	undertake	this	kind	of	research.	Treating	
the	 state	 as	 a	 unitary	 actor	 means	 we	 lose	 sight	 of	 considerable	 contestation	 between	 different	
functions	of	the	state	with	regard	to	human	rights.	It	also	means	that	we	risk	reifying	the	state	at	the	
expense	 of	 exploring	 the	 role,	 whether	 direct	 or	 indirect,	 of	 non-state	 actors	 in	 state-sponsored	
violence,	including	private	corporations.	There	is	a	growing	critical	literature	that	explores	the	ways	in	






One	 remedy	 to	 this	can	be	 found	 in	a	 small	body	of	 critical	oriented	scholarship.	Firstly,	 this	work	
questions	 a	 state-centric	 framing,	 preferring	 instead	 a	 historical	 materialist	 approach	 which	 pays	
attention	 to	 capitalist	 relations	 of	 production	 that	 structure	 the	 international	 system	 and	 have	 a	
significant	bearing	on	the	exercise	of	foreign	policy.	Secondly,	it	seeks	to	shine	a	light	on	how	the	use	




1991;	Raphael	2009;	Sluka	2000b;	Stohl	and	Lopez	1984,	1988).	 It	 is	 in	this	vein	that	we	sought	to	
investigate	 the	 workings	 of	 the	 CIA’s	 RDI	 programme,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 involvement	 of	 other	 (neo-)	

























of	 the	 heavily	 redacted	 500-page	 Executive	 Summary	 of	 the	 US	 Senate	 Intelligence	 Committee’s	
investigation	 into	 the	 use	 of	 torture	 by	 the	 CIA	 (SSCI	 2014).	 Details	 of	 the	 extensive	 torture	 that	
prisoners	were	subjected	to	were	laid	bare	for	the	world	to	read,	in	a	level	of	excruciating	detail	that	



















Europe,	 leading	to	calls	 for	high	 level,	 formal	 investigations	 into	the	role	of	European	states	 in	the	
CIA’s	 RDI	 programme.	 Within	 just	 a	 few	 weeks,	 investigations	 were	 launched	 by	 the	 European	
Parliament,	led	by	rapporteur	Giovanni	Claudio	Fava	(hereafter,	EP),	and	by	the	Council	of	Europe,	led	
by	 rapporteur	 Dick	 Marty	 through	 the	 Parliamentary	 Assembly’s	 Committee	 on	 Legal	 Affairs	 and	
Human	 Rights	 (hereafter,	 PACE).	 These	 two	 investigations	 provided	 the	 first	 comprehensive,	 yet	































with	 various	 pieces	 of	 contracting	 paperwork	 between	 the	 CIA	 and	 a	 complex	 network	 of	 private	
contractors,	who	each	provide	various	logistical	services	connected	to	the	journeys	of	each	aircraft,	in	



















individuals	 that	 were	 caught	 up	 in	 the	 RDI	 programme	 but	 have	 since	 been	 released
6
	 and	 official	
inquiries	 such	 as	 the	 SSCI	 investigation,	 has	 been	 particularly	 important	 in	 providing	 compelling	
evidence	 about	 the	 treatment	 of	 specific	 prisoners	 (Black	 and	 Raphael	 2015;	 TBIJ	 and	 TRP	 2015).	
Individuals’	accounts	often	give	detailed	chronologies	of	the	various	detentions	and	mistreatment	that	
they	were	subjected	to.	On	their	own	however,	 they	are	weak	as	evidence	that	the	detention	and	









Despite	 these	 considerable	 challenges,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 test	 the	 veracity	 of	 these	 sources	 through	
triangulation	with	the	flight	data.	Analysis	of	the	flight	data	can	help	determine	whether	inferences	in	
the	 declassified	 documents	 can	 be	 corroborated,	 and	 whether	 the	 testimonies	 of	 victims	 can	 be	
upheld.	We	have	also	been	able	 to	successfully	match	 the	 flight	data	with	 the	content	of	 the	SSCI	
report	 to	confirm	the	 locations	 that	specific	prisoners	were	held,	and	the	movements	of	prisoners	
between	prisons	at	specific	times.		As	we	describe	elsewhere,	it	has	also	enabled	us	to	geographically	

















of	 Human	 Rights,	 where	 the	 Court	 has	 accepted	 arguments	 drawn	 from	 this	 analysis	 in	 various	
judgements	on	specific	cases	of	rendition	and	secret	detention.	In	the	case	of	el-Masri	v.	the	former	
Yugoslav	Republic	of	Macedonia,	 for	 example,	 the	 Court	 found	 that	 flight	 data	 had	 ‘enhanced	 the	
applicant’s	credibility’	in	relation	to	his	allegations	of	secret	detention	in	Macedonia	and	subsequent	














we	 engage	 with	 rendition	 victims	 who	 had	 suffered	 considerable	 trauma,	 including	 prolonged	
detention,	often	 in	solitary	confinement,	torture	and	other	 inhuman	and	degrading	treatment.	We	








prisoners	 subjected	 to	 rendition	 who	 are	 now	 being	 prosecuted	 in	 closed	 military	 tribunals	 at	
Guantánamo	 Bay	 for	 their	 alleged	 involvement	 in	 terrorism.	 These	 lawyers	 are	 forbidden	 from	










































Carvalho	 2010).	 Whereas	 such	 analyses	 can	 provide	 distinct	 benefits,	 helping	 to	 ‘demonstrate	 the	
scope,	distribution	(over	geography	and/or	time),	or	variance	of	a	human	rights	problem’	(Root	2016:	
356),	 there	 are	 also	 dangers	 inherent	 in	 deploying	 such	 techniques	 in	 isolation.	 As	 Root	 argues,	 a	
particular	challenge	lies	in	understanding	‘what	can	be	said	with	data	or	statistical	findings	in	regards	
to	 description,	 inference,	 and	 attribution	 of	 association	 or	 causality’	 (Root	 2016:	 356-7).	 This	
manifested	itself	in	our	case	through	the	assumption	by	some	researchers	that	there	were	many	more	
rendition	 operations	 lurking	 in	 the	 data	 than	 we	 had	 found,	 and	 that	 these	 could	 be	 uncovered	





The	 risks	 of	 applying	 such	 modelling	 techniques	 to	 the	 Rendition	 Flights	 Database	 without	

































triangulating	 a	 whole	 range	 of	 data	 sources,	 each	 of	 which	 might	 speak	 to	 different	 aspects	 of	
operations	that	result	in	human	rights	abuses.	The	RDI	programme	illustrates	how	covert	programmes	






only	 alongside	 the	 engagement	 with	 careful	 on-the-ground	 investigative	 work	 carried	 out	 by	
journalists	and	human	rights	organisations.	Much	was	learned	through	these	endeavours	before	all	
the	 flight	 data	 was	 obtained,	 and	 in	 many	 cases	 the	 acquisition	 of	 the	 official	 flight	 data	 simply	
confirmed	 what	 had	 already	 been	 ascertained.	 This	 is	 important,	 since	 it	 shows	 that	 much	 can	 be	
achieved	through	the	collation	of	findings	by	journalists,	human	rights	investigators,	leaks	and	official	




is	 that	 it	 is	 incredibly	 labour-intensive,	 requiring	 months	 of	 careful	 relationship-building	 with	
collaborative	partners	outside	of	academia,	and	years	of	meticulous	and	painstaking	work	to	collate	
the	 data,	 to	 compile	 appropriate	 databases	 and	 test	 their	 validity,	 and	 to	 analyse	 hundreds	 of	
documentary	sources	to	help	build	a	detailed	picture	of	the	workings	of	the	RDI	programme.	In	our	
case	 this	 was	 facilitated	 by	 a	 research	 grant,	 but	 this	 covered	 just	 a	 fraction	 of	 the	 human	 hours	






























and	 South,	 both	 to	 ensure	 excellence	 in	 academic	 terms	 and	 legitimacy	 and	 credibility	 in	 non-
academic	 circles.	 In	our	experience,	 the	best	way	 to	approach	 this	was	 simply	 to	 identify	 relevant	
NGOs	and	litigators	and	enter	into	a	dialogue	about	how	our	work	could	support	their	efforts.	As	the	
Alston	 and	 Knuckey	 volume	 makes	 clear,	 practitioners	 are	 very	 keen	 to	 collaborate	 with	 social	
scientists	who	are	able	to	help	them	deploy	methods	that	produce	high-quality	evidence	in	support	
of	litigation	and	advocacy	efforts.	Our	experience	was	no	different,	for	it	was	the	expertise,	time	and	
resources	 that	 our	 institutional	 positions	 afforded	 that	 meant	 we	 had	 something	 to	 offer.	 Our	
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